A preliminary report on the effect of referral system in four areas of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
The effect of implementation of the referral system in health care was studied in four administrative regions of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The study covered the six-month period before and after the implementation of the system. These regions represented the northern, southern, eastern, and central parts of the country. The western region was not included because it was late to implement the system. The study concentrated on the changes that took place in the workload and types of patients problems in hospitals and primary health care centers. The study covered Majma, Dammam Central, Hail General, and Abu Arish hospitals and the 107 health centers attached to them. The size of the hospitals at the time of implementating the referral system was considered during the design of the study. The referral rate was found to range from 3.2 to 4.2%. The number of patients attending the hospital outpatient departments decreased from 43.7% to 65%, but the number of patients attending the accidents/emergency departments increased from 1 to 129.7%. The consultations at the health centers increased from 2.5 to 35.2%. More severe conditions were managed at hospital outpatient departments, while less severe cases were screened and managed at the health care center level. The average duration of stay in all the hospitals remained approximately the same, except for Abu Arish Hospital where it declined by 50%. The bed occupancy rates showed a slight decrease in Dammam and Majma and increase in Hail and Abu Arish. The study suggested certain steps that are necessary to sustain improvement in the referral system.